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DISTRIBUTED STORAGE AND
PROCESSING OF MAIL IMAGE DATA

CROSS-REFERENCE TO OTHER
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of the filing date of
U.S. Provisional Patent Application 61/554,172, filed Nov.
1, 2011, which is hereby incorporated by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure is directed, in general, to the
processing of mail and mail images.

BACKGROUND OF THE DISCLOSURE

Improved postal processing and other systems are desir-
able.

SUMMARY OF THE DISCLOSURE

Various disclosed embodiments include a system and
method. A method includes maintaining an original image of
a mail piece in a local image server and generating metadata
corresponding to the original image by the local image
server. The method includes transmitting the metadata to a
regional image server over a network. The method includes
receiving a request for the original image from a second
system, and transmitting the original image to the second
system in response to the request.

The foregoing has outlined rather broadly the features and
technical advantages of the present disclosure so that those
skilled in the art may better understand the detailed descrip-
tion that follows. Additional features and advantages of the
disclosure will be described hereinafter that form the subject
of the claims. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that
they may readily use the conception and the specific
embodiment disclosed as a basis for modifying or designing
other structures for carrying out the same purposes of the
present disclosure. Those skilled in the art will also realize
that such equivalent constructions do not depart from the
spirit and scope of the disclosure in its broadest form.

Before undertaking the DETAILED DESCRIPTION
below, it may be advantageous to set forth definitions of
certain words or phrases used throughout this patent docu-
ment: the terms “include” and “comprise,” as well as deriva-
tives thereof, mean inclusion without limitation; the term
“or” is inclusive, meaning and/or; the phrases “associated
with” and “associated therewith,” as well as derivatives
thereof, may mean to include, be included within, intercon-
nect with, contain, be contained within, connect to or with,
couple to or with, be communicable with, cooperate with,
interleave, juxtapose, be proximate to, be bound to or with,
have, have a property of, or the like; and the term “control-
ler” means any device, system or part thereof that controls
at least one operation, whether such a device is implemented
in hardware, firmware, software or some combination of at
least two of the same. It should be noted that the function-
ality associated with any particular controller may be cen-
tralized or distributed, whether locally or remotely. Defini-
tions for certain words and phrases are provided throughout
this patent document, and those of ordinary skill in the art
will understand that such definitions apply in many, if not
most, instances to prior as well as future uses of such defined
words and phrases. While some terms may include a wide
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variety of embodiments, the appended claims may expressly
limit these terms to specific embodiments.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a more complete understanding of the present disclo-
sure, and the advantages thereof, reference is now made to
the following descriptions taken in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings, wherein like numbers designate
like objects, and in which:

FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram of a data processing
system in which an embodiment can be implemented;

FIG. 2 is a high-level diagram of a distributed mail piece
image processing system in accordance with disclosed
embodiments; and

FIG. 3 depicts a flowchart of a process in accordance with
disclosed embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIGS. 1 through 3, discussed below, and the various
embodiments used to describe the principles of the present
disclosure in this patent document are by way of illustration
only and should not be construed in any way to limit the
scope of the disclosure. Those skilled in the art will under-
stand that the principles of the present disclosure may be
implemented in any suitably arranged device. The numerous
innovative teachings of the present application will be
described with reference to exemplary non-limiting embodi-
ments.

A “mail piece” or “mailpiece”, as used herein, is intended
to refer to any item being shipped or processed as described
herein, whether it is a letter, flat, package, or other parcel or
item. “Postal” processing and “mail” processing is intended
to refer to processing and handling as described herein,
whether performed by a governmental postal service, a
private courier or delivery service, a pre-processor, or other
entity that receives, processes, transports, or delivers mail-
pieces.

Modern postal processing involves automatic recognition
processes based on electronic images of individual mail
pieces prior to their delivery. In current systems, the images
are retained as long as they are needed to determine what
processing is necessary and to determine the delivery loca-
tion.

Retention and indexing of the images to make them
available for other purposes offers the postal agency oppor-
tunities for information-based products and services, as well
as purposes related to security and revenue protection. To
enable these uses, the images should be searchable and
available across networks within a short time after they are
created.

The electronic images in their original form, and as used
in automatic recognition, are relatively large. Attempting to
aggregate the images into a single storage point in the
network can consume massive bandwidth due to the large
number of images, the rate at which they are generated, and
their large size. One approach to addressing this problem
involves buffering the images locally and transmitting them
in aggregation gradually, at a rate lower than they are
generated. This is possible when the period during which
images are generated is shorter than the maximum period
during which the images would be aggregated and in cases
in which the aggregated images would not need to be
accessed immediately.

Disclosed processes for making mailpiece images avail-
able can make the images available for alternative uses
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within a short period after their creation without imposing
radically-increased network bandwidth requirements.

Various embodiments include methods and apparatuses
that facilitate the efficient aggregation of electronic images
of mail across an entire extended geographic region or
nation, such that large, high-resolution images do not need
to be moved over network trunks to a centralized network
node unless they are specifically needed.

FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram of a data processing
system 100 in which an embodiment can be implemented,
for example, as a mail processing system including image
processing, configured to perform processes as described
herein, and in particular as a local or regional image server
for mail piece images. The data processing system 100
includes a processor 102 connected to a level two cache/
bridge 104, which is connected in turn to a local system bus
106. The local system bus 106 may be, for example, a
peripheral component interconnect (PCI) architecture bus.
Also connected to the local system bus 106 in the depicted
example are a main memory 108 and a graphics adapter 110.
The graphics adapter 110 may be connected to a display 111.

Other peripherals, such as a local area network (LAN)/
Wide Area Network/Wireless (e.g. WiFi) adapter 112, may
also be connected to the local system bus 106. An expansion
bus interface 114 connects the local system bus 106 to an
input/output (I/O) bus 116. The I/O bus 116 is connected to
a keyboard/mouse adapter 118, a disk controller 120, and an
1/0 adapter 122. The disk controller 120 can be connected to
a storage 126, which can be any suitable machine usable or
machine readable storage medium, including but not limited
to nonvolatile, hard-coded type mediums such as read only
memories (ROMs) or erasable, electrically programmable
read only memories (EEPROMs), magnetic tape storage,
and user-recordable type mediums such as floppy disks, hard
disk drives and compact disk read only memories (CD-
ROMs) or digital versatile disks (DVDs), and other known
optical, electrical, or magnetic storage devices. The 1/O
adapter 122 can be connected to any number of input/output
devices, including in particular mail processing equipment
132 that is capable of performing other mail processing
functions, including transporting, sorting, scanning, imag-
ing, and other processes that may be useful for processing
parcels, letters, packages, flats, and other mail pieces,
whether processed by postal services or private courier or
delivery services.

Also connected to the I/O bus 116 in the example shown
is an audio adapter 124, to which sound devices 128 are
connected, including in particular an audio input such as a
microphone for voice recognition processes and an audio
output such as a speaker or headset connection for audio
feedback to an operator. The keyboard/mouse adapter 118
provides a connection for a pointing device (not shown),
such as a mouse, trackball, trackpointer, etc.

Those of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate that the
hardware depicted in FIG. 1 may vary for particular imple-
mentations. For example, other peripheral devices, such as
an optical disk drive and the like, also may be used in
addition or in place of the hardware depicted. In some
embodiments, multiple data processing systems may be
connected and configured to cooperatively perform the
processing described herein. The depicted example is pro-
vided for the purpose of explanation only and is not meant
to imply architectural limitations with respect to the present
disclosure.

A data processing system in accordance with an embodi-
ment of the present disclosure includes an operating system
employing a graphical user interface. The operating system

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

permits multiple display windows to be presented in the
graphical user interface simultaneously, with each display
window providing an interface to a different application or
to a different instance of the same application. A cursor in the
graphical user interface may be manipulated by a user
through the pointing device. The position of the cursor may
be changed and/or an event, such as clicking a mouse button,
generated to actuate a desired response.

One of various commercial operating systems, such as a
version of Microsoft Windows™, a product of Microsoft
Corporation located in Redmond, Wash. may be employed
if suitably modified. The operating system is modified or
created in accordance with the present disclosure as
described.

The LAN/WAN/Wireless adapter 112 can be connected to
a network 130 (not a part of data processing system 100),
which can be any public or private data processing system
network or combination of networks, as known to those of
skill in the art, including the Internet. The data processing
system 100 can communicate over the network 130 with a
server system 140, which is also not part of the data
processing system 100, but can be implemented, for
example, as a separate data processing system 100.

As described above, disclosed embodiments include
improved systems and methods techniques for mail piece
image management, storage, and transfer.

FIG. 2 is a high-level diagram of a distributed mail piece
image processing system in accordance with disclosed
embodiments.

This figure shows a plurality of local image processing
facilities 210. These local image processing facilities 210 are
typically geographically-separated mail processing facili-
ties, whether private processors or a part of the United States
Postal Service (USPS) or other governmental postal service.
Each of these local image processing facilities 210 may
perform any number of conventional mail processing func-
tions, but in particular can perform mail piece imaging
functions to produce images that are managed as described
herein. The local image processing facilities 210 each may
include one or more local image servers 215 that can each
be implemented as one or more data processing systems 100,
configured to function as described herein.

Local image processing facilities 210 can communicate
with a regional image server 220, which also can be imple-
mented as one or more data processing systems 100. Local
image processing facilities 210 can communicate with
regional image server 220 using any combination of public
or private communications systems or networks, including
the Internet, illustrated as network 200. Regional image
server 220 can be configured to manage image data for a
specific geographic area having multiple local image pro-
cessing facilities 210, and can cover a region that includes
all or part of a country.

Regional image server 220 and the local image processing
facilities 210 can also communicate with a variety of other
systems using network 200. These systems can include, for
example, customer systems 230 that can include mail cus-
tomers and mail image customers as described below. These
systems can include metric and analysis systems 240 that
can include any systems that analyze and report on mail
processing or mail image processing. These systems can
include processing and delivery systems 250, which in
particular can include USPS local delivery units, courier
delivery and destination locations, and other systems used
by postal systems and couriers to process and deliver mail
based on mail images.
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Postal agencies process mail in preparation for delivery in
multiple processing facilities, which serve geographical
regions of affiliated, smaller post offices. A network infra-
structure such as network 200 is used connect processing
facilities, post offices, and (to one extent or another) the
customers that send and receive the mail. Various products
and features require that the images, relevant portions of
images, and/or data associated with those images be made
accessible to provide services to customers.

To associate the mail pieces, images, snippets, metadata,
and other data described herein, the systems can use a
unique identifier for each mail piece to relate these various
elements together. The identifier can be printed on the mail
piece in human-readable or machine-readable form, or can
be associated with each mail piece using a product such as
the Siemens ARTid™ product. Other means and techniques
for ensuring that the data, images, and mail pieces can be
correctly associated with each other will be recognized by
those of skill in the art, and are intended to fall within the
scope of this disclosure.

According to various embodiments, images 202 are gen-
erated in a conventional fashion at local image processing
facilities 210, typically at the same time as normal imaging
and address recognition processes during mail processing, to
produce images of the mail pieces and associated metadata.

The images are aggregated, including metadata 204
regarding each image 202, by local image servers 215 at
local image processing facilities 210. In one embodiment,
once the images 202 and metadata 204 are stored on local
image servers 215, local image servers 215 generate related
tow-resolution images and/or specific portions of the related
images, and store these small images 206 as associated with
the original mail images.

In various embodiments, metadata 204 corresponding to
a mailpiece image 202, such as identification of sender and
recipient, and the small images 206 such as other tow-
resolution “thumbnail” images or relevant, cropped “snip-
pet” sections of the image, are transmitted over the network
200 to allow customers 230 to view or otherwise make
decisions based on them. In some embodiments, the small
metadata 204 and small images 206 can also be stored in the
regional image server 220, and can be transmitted on request
to the other systems described herein.

In some embodiments, only metadata 204, typically that
identifying the intended sender and recipient, would be
transmitted over the network 200 to the regional image
server 220, while the original images 202 are only retained
on the local image servers 215. The data transmitted in these
cases is much smaller than would be required to transmit the
associated original images.

In various embodiments, at this point, the original images
202 are stored on local image servers 215 associated with
local image processing facilities 210, which can be the local
processing plant. Regional image server 220 stores aggre-
gated metadata 204, potentially including small images 206,
regarding all of the images of all of its affiliated local image
servers 215. Significantly less data has been transmitted over
regional and inter-regional network fabrics, but the total
storage size of all of the data is slightly increased from the
approach of aggregating all of the data to centralized storage
rather than at the local image servers 215. The data stored on
the regional server is connected to customer networks,
potentially through secure connections to the internet, illus-
trated as network 200. Customers 230 may be presented or
may otherwise have access to the data stored on the regional
image server 220. This data can represent a smaller subset of
data associated with the individual mail pieces than is stored
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on the local image servers 215, but may be accumulated over
a longer period, and thus may ultimately become larger.

Present or potential customers 230, when presented with
or otherwise having access to the subset of data on regional
image server 220, may opt to be presented with or otherwise
have access to more data or the entire data set of the mail
pieces. The potential for having access to additional data
may be limited according to time or other factors, such as the
type of customer and/or negotiated service agreements.
When the customer has accepted the option of being pre-
sented more data, regional image server 220 can receive the
additional data from the corresponding local image server
215. Once the data is transtferred, the potential customer may
(or may not) be charged for the service of being presented
the additional data. Other than reference data and specific
logs, any data transferred to the regional image server 220
may be erased from the local image server 215.

Data including small images 206, metadata 204, and
original images 202 can be transferred to regional image
server 220 from the corresponding local image servers 215
on a scheduled basis, when requested by regional image
server 220 when requested by customers 230, metrics sys-
tem 240, or processing and delivery systems 250, or when
“pushed” by the local image servers 215.

FIG. 3 depicts a flowchart of a process in accordance with
disclosed embodiments that can be performed by a mail
processing system such as a local image server 215. In
particular, the process below can be performed by a plurality
of local image servers all communicating with a common
regional image server. Each local image server has at least
a processor and an image storage device, and is configured
to perform processes as described herein.

The local image server stores and maintains an original
image of a mail piece (step 305). In some cases, the local
image server can receive and image a mail piece to generate
the original image directly; in other cases, the local image
server receives the original image from the mail processing
system that performed the imaging process. The local image
server maintains original images for a plurality of mail
pieces and the processes described herein can be used for a
plurality of mail pieces.

The local image server can generate and store metadata
corresponding to the original image (step 310). As part of
this step, the local image server can perform an optical
character recognition process or other detection processes on
the original image to produce the metadata, which can
include sender information, recipient information, postage
information, size and weight information, or other informa-
tion that describes the mail piece or the original image.

The local image server can generate and store small
images corresponding to the original image (step 315). The
small images can be low-resolution “thumbnail” images
corresponding to the original image or relevant, cropped
“snippet” sections of the original image.

The local image server can transmit the metadata or small
images to the regional image server (step 320). This step can
include first aggregating the metadata or small images for a
plurality of original images, and transmitting the aggregate
data to the regional server. The regional image server then
can provide access to the metadata or small images to other
systems, and respond to requests for this data, without the
overhead of transferring the large original images to the
regional image server. In particular, in this step, the local
image server can transmit this data without transmitting the
original images.

The local image server can receive a request for the
original image from a second system (step 325). The request
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can be received from a regional image server, a customer
system, a metrics system, a processing and delivery system,
or other system.

The local image server can respond to the request by
transmitting the original image to the second system (step
330). In some cases, if the second system is the regional
image server, then the local image server then can delete its
own copy of the original image, since it is now being
maintained on the regional image server.

It is important to note that while the disclosure includes a
description in the context of a fully functional system, those
skilled in the art will appreciate that at least portions of the
mechanism of the present disclosure are capable of being
distributed in the form of a computer-executable instructions
contained within a machine-usable, computer-usable, or
computer-readable medium in any of a variety of forms to
cause a system to perform processes as disclosed herein, and
that the present disclosure applies equally regardless of the
particular type of instruction or signal bearing medium or
storage medium utilized to actually carry out the distribu-
tion. Examples of machine usable/readable or computer
usable/readable mediums include: nonvolatile, hard-coded
type mediums such as read only memories (ROMs) or
erasable, electrically programmable read only memories
(EEPROMs), and user-recordable type mediums such as
floppy disks, hard disk drives and compact disk read only
memories (CD-ROMs) or digital versatile disks (DVDs). In
particular, computer readable mediums can include transi-
tory and non-transitory mediums, unless otherwise limited
in the claims appended 115 hereto.

Although an exemplary embodiment of the present dis-
closure has been described in detail, those skilled in the art
will understand that various changes, substitutions, varia-
tions, and improvements disclosed herein may be made
without departing from the spirit and scope of the disclosure
in its broadest form. In the processes described above,
various steps may be performed sequentially, concurrently,
in a different order, or omitted, unless specifically described
otherwise.

None of the description in the present application should
be read as implying that any particular element, step, or
function is an essential element which must be included in
the claim scope: the scope of patented subject matter is
defined only by the allowed claims. Moreover, none of these
claims are intended to invoke paragraph six of 35 USC §112
unless the exact words “means for” are followed by a
participle.

What is claimed is:
1. A method performed by a local image server, the
method comprising:

maintaining an original image of a mail piece in the local
image server;

generating metadata corresponding to the original image
by the local image server, the metadata not including
any image of the mail piece;

transmitting the metadata to a regional image server over
a network, without transmitting the original image to
the regional image server with the metadata, wherein
the regional image server manages image data for a
specific geographic area of a country having multiple
geographically-separated local image processing facili-
ties;

receiving a request for the original image from a second
system; and

transmitting the original image to the second system in
response to the request.
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2. The method of claim 1, wherein the local image server
also generates one or more small images corresponding to
the original image, the small images including at least one
of a thumbnail image or a snippet section of the original
image.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the local image server
also transmits the one or more small images to the regional
image server.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the metadata includes
one or more of sender information, recipient information,
postage information, size and weight information, or other
information that describes the mail piece or the original
image.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the local image server
aggregates metadata corresponding to a plurality of original
images and transmits the aggregated metadata to the
regional image server.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the regional image
server provides access to the metadata and responds to
requests for this data.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the second system is
a customer system.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the second system is
the regional image server, and the local image server there-
after deletes the original image maintained by the local
image server.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the local image server
receives and images the mail piece to produce the original
image.

10. A local image server, comprising:

at least one processor;

an image storage device, the local image server config-

ured to:

maintain an original image of a mail piece in the local

image server;

generate metadata corresponding to the original image,

the metadata not including any image of the mail piece;

transmit the metadata to a regional image server over a

network, without transmitting the original image to the
regional image server with the metadata, wherein the
regional image server manages image data for a spe-
cific geographic area of a country having multiple
geographically-separated local image processing facili-
ties;

receive a request for the original image from a second

system; and

transmit the original image to the second system in

response to the request.

11. The local image server of claim 10, wherein the local
image server also generates one or more small images
corresponding to the original image, the small images
including at least one of a thumbnail image or a snippet
section of the original image.

12. The local image server of claim 11, wherein the local
image server also transmits the one or more small images to
the regional image server.

13. The local image server of claim 10, wherein the
metadata includes one or more of sender information, recipi-
ent information, postage information, size and weight infor-
mation, or other information that describes the mail piece or
the original image.

14. The local image server of claim 10, wherein the local
image server aggregates metadata corresponding to a plu-
rality of original images and transmits the aggregated meta-
data to the regional image server.
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15. The local image server of claim 10, wherein the
regional image server provides access to the metadata and
responds to requests for this data.

16. The local image server of claim 10, wherein the
second system is a customer system.

17. The local image server of claim 10, wherein the
second system is the regional image server, and the local
image server thereafter deletes the original image main-
tained by the local image server.

18. The local image server of claim 10, wherein the local
image server receives the mail piece and images the mail
piece to produce the original image.

19. A non-transitory computer readable medium having
program instructions stored thereon executable by one or
more processors to:

maintain an original image of a mail piece in a local image

server;

generate metadata corresponding to the original image,

the metadata not including any image of the mail piece;

10

15

10

transmit the metadata to a regional image server over a
network, without transmitting the original image to the
regional image server with the metadata, wherein the
regional image server manages image data for a spe-
cific geographic area of a country having multiple
geographically-separated local image processing facili-
ties;

receive a request for the original image from a second
system; and

transmit the original image to the second system in
response to the request.

20. The computer-readable medium of claim 19, wherein
the instructions also cause the local image server to generate
one or more small images corresponding to the original
image, the small images including at least one of a thumb-
nail image or a snippet section of the original image, and
transmit the one or more small images to the regional image
server.



